Is it any wonder? While artists deliberately distort, scientists work hard to gain greater and great precision. While artists create new forms and sounds and visions, scholars clarify and evaluate what we know and discover (rather than invent) what is unknown. While artists live subjective lives, academics and other professional students seek to live objective lives. So, is it any wonder that painters, poets, and musicians get short shrift in our scholarly journals and professional schools? Is it any wonder that the intrusiari of art in any field-mental retardation-or the broader professionspecial education-is almost always the interruption of a client or patient and hardly ever the clear voice of the professional. The point of this paper is to pursue the argument that, if distorting reality clarifies reality, distorting the realities of abnormal environments (e.g., segregated institu tions or schools) or unusual people (e.g., the disabled or different) could especially clarify those places and lives.
Creators and Destroyers
People create, People destroy. It's all part of the life and death of the individual, and the earth itself. What is sometimes forgotten is that everyone creates and everyone destroys. Usually, we think only of artists in terms of creation, and criminals or psychopaths in terms of destruction. But that's not the way things are. Of course, artists do create. By definition. And of course, criminals and psychopaths destroy.
Also by definition. Ordinary citizens c reate things, and good people destroy things. There are those who create in the field of mental retarda tion, and those who destroy. And at times, it is difficult to distinguish one from the other. But always, the human being is not immune from either activity.
Some individuals create wonderful pictures or music. Others create environments* And for a few, after all is said and done the great est creations are their own lives. Creating something is burdensome, but not for everyone in the same way. Some people have writer's blocks, and others can't make decisions about the most fundamental matters connected with their lives. But there is also the poor American composer, who must not only compete with contemporary artists, but also with Beethoven, Bach, Schubert, and all of the great composers since the beginning of music. In a novel of mine, I once wrote:
Many years ago, the people thought it would be good if special homes for mental defectives were created. The doctors believed that such homes would be healthier for eligible patients than the precariousness of community existence. The psychologists believed that such homes would prove more therapeutic than other arrangements. The educators believed that such homes would provide greater developmental opportunities than would public community facilities. The economists believed that such homes would be less expensive. Public safety officials believed that such homes would be more protective of both the general society and the defectives themselves. The politicians believed that such homes were what the people wanted. The parents thought that they should be grateful for whatever was allocated to relieve their problems. The defectives, not expected to think, were never asked to comment on the matter.
Only poets-not the doctors, who proved to be wrong, or all the others, who, too, were wrong-saw the world dif ferently. Poets comprehend this life through eyes that see differently, ears that hear differently, minds that think differently, and souls that feel and dream different ly. Therefore, poets neither shackled by the past nor con taminated by the future, not trained as technicians and, therefore, not constricted by that tradition were the first to accurately describe what had been wrought for the socalled defectives, and they were the first to envision a different world for people. (Blatt, 1976, p. 187) While it can be said that teachers, psychologists and social workers, The deeds of the creators can be found in each of humanity's achievements-our great cities, our concert halls, our libraries, our museums.
As Dick Hungerford once.remarked, they are also found in the millions and millions of homes where the shades are drawn evenly, and where a picture hangs on the wall, and where there is an effort to bring beauty to one's eyes and and ears and, thus, to one's soul. Be it large or small, one who creates a good work always teaches the lesson that the magnanimous person forgets weakness and remembers kindness.
We in the field of mental retardation have not given our poets and artists very much of a chance to inform us about this world. Nor have we invited them to help us see ourselves, and each other. Nor do we seem driven to have them worry with us about our imperfections. It's even possible that the field of mental retardation or the professional teaching would suffer less with more artists and poets and fewer professionals and administrators. f Cicero said that, "There is nothing so absurd but some philosopher has said it." But one can not envision a decent society in the absence of some absurd philosopher, an outrageous poet, or a composer who creates incomprehensible music. Out of such dissonance, vivid stories of our lives and times are made to enrich us all. End of argument.
